The stability of couple partnerships is of continual interest to policy makers and many users of official statistics. This research used a sample of adults (from the Office for National Statistics Longitudinal Study) who were in a partnership (married or cohabiting) in the 1991 Census of England and Wales, and then explored whether these individuals were living with the same partner in 2001.
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Introduction
There have been notable changes in UK partnership behaviour over the last 40 years. Divorce rates rose considerably during the 1970s 1 , remained broadly stable after the mid-1980s, and more recently have fallen since 2004 2 . At the same time, there has been a long-term fall in marriage rates since the beginning of the 1970s, and a steady increase in the proportion of adults cohabiting 3 . For unmarried men in Great Britain aged 16 to 59, the proportion cohabiting increased from 11 per cent in 1986 to 27 per cent in 2007. There was a similar change for equivalent unmarried women, from 13 per cent to 28 per cent 4, 5 .
This change in partnership behaviour is likely to persist. According to demographic projections, the long-term rise in cohabitation will continue, with the number of cohabiting couples in England and Wales projected to rise from 2.25 million in 2007 to 3.70 million in 2031 6 . The same figures show that the proportion of the adult population that is legally married is projected to fall from 49 per cent in 2007 to 41 per cent by 2031 7 . Official statistics provide considerable information on the estimated and projected population by partnership status. However, there is limited comparative information on the stability of different partnerships 8 . Furthermore, although the characteristics of married and cohabiting couples are available from various sources 3 , information on the factors associated with stability is also limited, largely due to a lack of suitable data (discussed later in this article).
Information about partnership stability is important for many different users of official statistics. For example, discussions about the legal rights of cohabiting couples might be informed by comparing the stability of marriage and cohabitation 9 . This comparison also has implications for policy areas concerning children in different family types. Knowledge of partnership stability therefore informs policy connected with fertility, education, poverty, and any aspect of child welfare (including maintenance and contact with parents). In addition, as the prevalence of cohabitation and divorce has increased at older ages 10 , it is of interest to consider the impact that changes in partnership stability might have on older people. The UK is an ageing society 11 , and any changes in older people's partnership histories or those of their progeny may affect family networks, care arrangements, or retirement income. From a research perspective, it is of great interest to discover how far the predictive power of marital status (for morbidity, mortality, socio-economic wellbeing Cohabiting and other outcomes) can also be attributed to cohabitation status (and for whom). For all of these topics, it is not just stability that is of interest, but also the extent to which cohabitation transitions differ from marital transitions.
Previous research and different sources of data
The study of partnership stability ideally requires data on partnership formation, dissolution, and transformation (from cohabitation to marriage). Cohabitation may end when two partners cease to live together (dissolution) or when two partners decide to marry (formation), but a marriage will only end when it dissolves (see Figure 1 ) 12 . In this case, any analysis must take account of those who cohabit and then marry. Considering all this, two ways to gather information on stability (or partnership transitions) are by:
1. collecting retrospective partnership histories, and 2. using prospective longitudinal data 13 It is also desirable that marriage can be reliably distinguished from cohabitation, and that the results should be valid for the whole population 14 .
The General Household Survey (GHS) has included annual questions on partnership historyincluding cohabitation -since 1979 (for women), and 1986 (for men) 15 . Research using this source shows that in Great Britain there have been long-run increases (since the 1950s) in the proportion of married women cohabiting before marriage 16 . Among those cohabiting in their first union, a majority will marry their partner, although this proportion declines for more recent first unions 17 . Current cohabitations, that is, those cohabiting at the time of the survey, tend to have begun more recently than current marriages (although this compares partnerships that are not yet completed) 18 . Nevertheless, it should be noted that the median duration of cohabitation increased between 1979 and 1995 19 .
There are issues with research (such as that quoted above) using partnership history data. Marriage and cohabitation histories from cross-sectional data (such as the GHS) have the disadvantage that it is only possible to examine the partners by their characteristics at one point in time. Also, retrospective history data can suffer from respondent recall problems, which are known to be more likely with informal events such as the start or end of a cohabiting relationship 20 .
On the other hand, partnership stability can be researched using longitudinal birth cohort studies 21 , although it takes several decades before the subjects themselves have acquired sufficient experience of partnerships. It is possible to examine parental partnerships in birth cohort studies. For example, results from the Millennium Cohort Study (MCS) showed that children living with both their natural parents at nine months were more much likely to remain so at five years if the parents were married to each other at nine months rather than cohabiting 22 . Of course, this result does not consider partnerships where neither partner has children in the household, and like other birth cohort studies it is only valid for a single cohort of children born between 2000 and 2002.
Longitudinal data where the panel is continuously refreshed can offer a reliable sample for the whole population in any year. The British Household Panel Survey (BHPS) is one such source, and has the advantage that partnership histories have been collected from most respondents. Previous research has combined these histories with data from different waves of the survey to analyse partnership transitions. For example, it has been estimated that within 10 years about three-fifths of first cohabitations turn into marriage, while just under a third dissolve 23 . The BHPS has also been used to show that cohabiting couples are more likely than married couples to separate 24 .
One problem with the BHPS is its relatively small sample size. This is the case particularly when looking at the cohabiting population (which is much smaller than the married population). An alternative source (used for the research reported in this article), is the Office for National Statistics (ONS) Longitudinal Study (LS). This has a much larger sample, one per cent of the population, and has been used in previous research to explore partnership stability 25 . This research showed that adults in couples (either married or cohabiting in 1991) who had a dependent child in the household (in 1991) were more likely to be lone parents in 2001 compared with couples who had no dependent children in the household (in 1991). They were also less likely to be 'not in a family' (that is. not partnered or a lone parent). Other research using the LS has shown that only a fifth of cohabiting adults in 1991 were still cohabiting with the same partner in 2001 (although a further two-fifths had married their 1991 partner) 26 . The research in this article follows on from this analysis to compare cohabiting and married partnerships, and to explore the factors associated with stability.
Unfortunately, apart from information on dissolutions due to widowhood, the LS only contains partnership information for respondents every 10 years (for more information on the LS see the section Analysis below). This means that it is not possible to know exactly when partnerships start or end, or to consider each individual's amount of exposure to the different partnership states. It also means that some partnerships can be missed altogether because they begin and end between two censuses. Of course, even when data are collected annually, changes within the year may be missed 27 , and this should be considered when interpreting the results presented here and elsewhere. Thus the term 'stability' is used here to refer to long-term changes in partnership status, and the results only apply to a selected cohort of individuals (those enumerated at the 1991 and 2001 censuses of England and Wales).
Bearing these restrictions in mind, the questions addressed by this research are:
• What proportion of individuals remain with the same partner over a 10-year period?
• What are the differences between the stability of marriage and cohabitation? Data from vital events are also added, including birth or death of a sample member, births and deaths of children to sample mothers and widowhoods to sample members. Vital event information on marriage and divorce registration cannot be included in the LS, as date of birth, the key variable for matching data sources, is not asked on the registration forms. In addition, since cohabitation (formation or dissolution) is not registered in any way there is no corresponding way of including inter-censal information on cohabitation.
To begin with, a sub-sample of the LS was taken, giving over 435,000 adults (aged 16 and over) who were enumerated at the 1991 Census 28 . After removing those living in communal establishments and visitors to private households in 1991, the sample was reduced to 417,000. It was further reduced by the selection of those who were also enumerated at the 2001 Census. These numbered 318,533 and formed the sample for this study, referred to henceforth as the 'longitudinal sample' 29 . 30 .
Compared with women, men were more likely to be missing in 2001. This was particularly the case for men who were cohabiting or not living with a partner in 1991. Compared with married women, married men were more likely to have died or embarked. Around 97 per cent of the 60,000 deaths and embarkations (of men and women) were deaths, so it is likely that this largely reflects the fact that a marriage is more likely to end by the death of the male partner rather than the female partner 31 . There are also variations in whether initial sub-sample members were 'missing in 2001' by age (see Table A2 in the Appendix).
Partnership status variables for 1991 and 2001 were constructed for this analysis. It should be noted that they were intended to represent actual partnerships in the household, so adults were only classified as married if the spouse was present in the household at census, and the same of course applied to cohabitation. A few spouses and partners will not have been recorded by the census (in 1991 or 2001), and therefore both married and cohabiting adults will be slightly undercounted in favour of people not living with a partner. Since there was no direct question about cohabitation in the 1991 Census and no household relationship grid, partnership status was derived from information about relationships in the family and household (as explained below). This means that there will also be a slight tendency throughout this research to undercount those cohabiting 32 . Partnership status in 1991 was derived from the LS member's position in the family 33 , the relationship of other household members to the LS member, and the sex, age and marital status of all household members. In 2001 it was derived from the same factors in 2001, as well Before investigating changes in individual partnership status, it is worth looking more closely at the distribution of sample members by partnership status in 1991. Table 2 shows that in 1991, cohabiting men and women tended to be younger than those who were married and living with their spouse. Lone adults (that is not in a partnership) tended to be younger still. The raw data from Table 2 was also compared with published GHS data for 1990/1991 35 . Tables A3a and A3b (in the Appendix) provide a summary of the comparison, which shows that the adult population by partnership status has a similar age distribution for both sources (LS and GHS). It may therefore be assumed that the sample is broadly representative of the 1991 adult population (by age and partnership status), despite the fact that non-response will affect both sources, and non-response may be different for the GHS and the 1991 Census. (For information on adults not responding to the 2001 Census that were excluded from this sample, see Appendix Tables A1 and A2 .) There are additional issues that may affect both sources, but the comparison provides verification that cohabiting adults were successfully identified from the 1991 Census. 
Changes in partnership status: cohabitation
As indicated in Figure 1 , cohabiting partnerships may end due to marriage, separation or death, whereas marriages end in separation (and/or divorce) or death. To consider this additional complexity, Table 3 shows only the population that were cohabiting in 1991, and what their partnership status was in 2001. Of all cohabiting adults in 1991, 61 per cent were living with the same partner in 2001 -23 per cent cohabiting and 39 per cent married. Another way to summarise this is that over the 10-year period, almost two in five cohabiting partners separated, and almost two in five married their partner, while the remainder were still cohabiting. Table 3 also shows considerable variation by age. Cohabitants aged 45 to 54 years were most likely to remain with the same partner (compared with other age groups). The youngest cohabitants aged 16 to 24, and the oldest aged 65 and over were the most likely to have separated. However, although the youngest age group were the most likely to be living with a new partner (married or cohabiting), the oldest were the most likely not to be in a partnership. These differences no doubt reflect the influence of mortality at older ages. In addition, cohabitation among the young might be expected to be more transient, and this is reflected in both the high level of separation (cohabitation as a trial relationship) and the high level of cohabitants that marry (cohabitation as a precursor to marriage). At ages over 35, the higher proportions of cohabitants that remain in a cohabiting relationship with the same partner may be indicative of cohabitation as a substitute for marriage at these ages (although it is not possible to state this with certainty).
Further analysis was carried out looking at the differences between male and female cohabitants. Overall and at all ages female cohabitants were found to be more likely to have separated from their partner over the 10 years compared with male cohabitants. They were also more likely not to be living with a partner in 2001 (24 per cent, compared with 17 per cent for men), a fact that is partially explained by mortality differentials between the sexes, and the likelihood that a male partner will on average be older than the female partner 36 . 
Comparing marriage and cohabitation
Considering the above results, it is possible to compare the stability of couples who were cohabiting in 1991 with those who were married (Table 4) . For this comparison the age group (in 1991) has been restricted to 16 to 54-years-olds. This restriction does not materially affect the distribution of partnership outcomes (as illustrated by comparing the total column in Table 3 with the cohabiting column in Table 4 ). However, it does allow widowhood to be largely discounted as a reason for partnership dissolution, which is important given the younger mean age of cohabiting adults compared with the married population. Table 4 shows that adults aged 16 to 54 in 1991 were more likely to be living with the same partner in 2001 if they were married. Around four in five married adults (82 per cent) were living with the same partner in 2001, compared with around three in five cohabiting adults (61 per cent). Of those that were no longer living with the same partner (having been married or cohabiting), a little more than half were not living with any partner at all. The remainder were living with a new partner, with a slightly higher likelihood of being married rather than cohabiting. Table 3 showed variations in the stability of cohabitations by age, and Table 5 shows similar results for all partnerships in 1991. Previous research has shown that adults who marry at younger ages are more likely to divorce, and the results in Table 5 do not contradict this finding 37 . However, it should be remembered that the duration of existing partnerships in 1991 is not known, either for marriage or for cohabitation. Importantly, the effects of age are similar for both marriage and cohabitation, with young adults in partnerships in 1991 more likely to be separated from their partner in 2001.
Despite the general finding that marriage is more stable than cohabitation, it is interesting to note that the youngest married adults (aged 16 to 24 in 1991) were less likely to be living with the same partner in 2001 compared with older cohabiting adults (aged 45 to 54). Despite this, marriages were more stable when comparing partnerships in each age band. As with those cohabiting adults that separated, married adults that separated were more likely to be living with a new partner if they were young (aged 16 to 24), and more likely to live without a partner if they were older (aged 35 to 54). Table 5 shows the influence of a single factor -age on partnership stability. However, it is likely that other socio-demographic factors will influence whether individuals remain with the same partner. These other factors may also explain the variation by age. For example, younger partnerships may be less stable, but this may be because young people are more likely to have other risk factors associated with instability.
Factors associated with stability
Reviewing the results of previous research, it is difficult to prepare an exhaustive list of potential factors, partly because factors vary over time and according to which population is being studied. In addition, much research focuses on marital stability (partly because of data constraints), and caution should be exercised when considering the similarity of marital and cohabiting stability. With this in mind, it is useful to mention a review published by the Lord Chancellor's Department, which stated that socio-demographic factors affecting marital stability may be placed in three groups: characteristics of the individual's parents, marital factors (demographic factors associated with the couples' partnership history and childbearing experience), and the individual's own socio-economic characteristics 38 . In the case of this research, the limits of the LS data mean that it is not possible to explore either parental characteristics or some of the marital factors, such as age at marriage 39 . The same can be said for psychological factors, such as behavioural and emotional problems, or wider social factors (such as the effects of legislation on divorce and the rights of cohabiting couples). A final restriction relates to unavailable socio-economic characteristics that would ideally be of interest, such as income and religious belief 40 .
The influence of multiple factors
The next stage of this research uses logistic regression to create four models. Each of these models explores the influence of multiple factors on a single outcome. that is whether an individual who is partnered in 1991 remains with the same partner in 2001 41 (for an example of logistic regression using the LS, see the online training module 42 ). 2 * significant at the 10% level; ** significant at the 5% level; *** significant at the 1% level n/a = reference category (significance is not applicable)
Source: ONS Longitudinal Study (authors' analysis)
The first model explores the effect of individual characteristics; the second extends this to include the characteristics of their partner; the third looks at 1991 cohabiting adults in isolation (that is the model excludes those who were married in 1991); and the fourth looks at women only -both married and cohabiting in 1991. It was decided to use 1991 data for all explanatory variables so that circumstances prior to the outcome were being investigated.
Using 1991 data, the following individual factors were investigated:
• age -which indicates birth cohort and will be correlated with length of partnership up to 1991
• whether married or cohabiting -one of the main factors of interest
• whether dependent children were in the household. In 1991 a dependent child was a child aged under 16 years, or a never married, economically inactive, full-time student aged under 19 years
• limiting long-term illness -to measure health
• marital status -indicating previous marital dissolution
• highest qualification -to measure socio-economic potential 43 ,
• social class -to measure socio-economic circumstances, and
• employment status -to measure economic circumstances Partner characteristics included the same variables used to measure individual factors. Age of partner was not included because this was measured by looking at absolute age difference between partners 44 . Sex of the LS member was also included for all models except the fourth, which looked at women only 45 . To investigate the influence of childbirth on stability in the fourth model, a variable was added showing the effect of whether women gave birth to a living child between 1991 and 2001. This was the only factor using data from between the two censuses, and was made possible because annual birth registrations are linked to individual data in the LS.
The results of all four models are shown in Table 6 , which compares the influence of multiple factors on stability. Table 6 also shows the effect of a single factor, for example age, when other factors are held constant, that is, net of other factors 46 . In all the models, a reference category is chosen for each categorical variable. The other categories of this factor are then interpreted in comparison to the reference category. Therefore the reference category itself has an odds ratio of one. For example, in Model 1 the odds ratio for adults with no limiting long-term illness in 1991 is 1.24. This means that the odds of remaining with the same partner in 2001 are 1.24 times higher for those without a limiting long-term illness (compared with those who do have a limiting long-term illness), all other factors being equal 47 . For the two continuous variables, age and age difference, an odds ratio shows the effect of a change in one unit, that is one year 48 .
Model 1
Model 1 shows the likelihood of an individual remaining with the same partner in 2001 according to individual factors. The model includes both men and women, aged 16 to 54 in 1991, who were either married or cohabiting in 1991. Notable results are as follows:
• Marriage remains more stable than cohabitation after controlling for individual factors. Those who were married were more likely to remain with the same partner (the odds of remaining with the same partner if you were married in 1991 were 1.83 times the odds if you were cohabiting).
• Adults were less likely to remain with the same partner if, in 1991, they were:
-younger -cohabiting -had no dependent children living in the household -had a limiting long-term illness -had previous experience of partnership dissolution -had no higher qualifications -had a low social class, or -unemployed
• The fact that there is a significant difference between men and women suggests that the sample may be affected by attrition. That is, given that there were equal numbers of men and women in the population of opposite-sex residential partnerships in 1991, there should be no sex differences. According to the model, men have more stable partnerships, but they are also more likely to be missing from the sample (see Appendix Table A1 ). This suggests that men in less stable partnerships may be more likely to be missing from the sample 49 .
Two points are worth mentioning when interpreting these results. The first is that possible selection effects should be considered. For example, those adults who are more likely to have stable relationships may also be more likely to marry (rather than cohabit). The married and cohabiting populations have different characteristics, and it may be these different characteristics, rather than the partnership arrangements themselves, that result in the differences in stability. Without a more refined model, it is not possible to be certain about the impact of selection effects on these results.
The second point worth mentioning is that all of the factors in the model are significant at the 1 per cent level. However, in some respects this is unsurprising given the very large sample size (almost 157,000 adults).
Model 2
Model 2 is the same as Model 1, but also includes characteristics of each individual's partner in 1991. Notable results are as follows:
• The inclusion of partner's characteristics does not materially affect the difference in stability between married and cohabiting partnerships
• Most of the individual factors remain broadly the same (in magnitude and direction). However, the effect of limiting long-term illness is reduced, and the effect of social class becomes less clear It is worth considering that there will be some correlation between an individual's sociodemographic characteristics and their partner's. As such, the effect of some of these factors may be overstated and would be reduced by the inclusion of interaction effects.
Model 3
Model 3 is the same as Model 2, but excludes all adults who were married in 1991. In other words, it includes only those who were cohabiting in 1991. Notable results are as follows:
• Individual factors that remain highly significant and increase the likelihood of stability are:
-being older -the presence of dependent children -no experience of previous marital dissolution -economic activity also remains fairly significant with a relatively strong effect -being employed increases the likelihood of stability.
• For partner's characteristics, age difference and partner's socio-economic activity remain highly significant. That is to say, being employed or self-employed, and having a smaller age difference increase the likelihood of stability.
• Partly due to the smaller sample size, many of the factors reduce in magnitude and become far less significant (or insignificant). There is a large fall in the effect of whether a partner has a limiting long-term illness, as well as a reduction in significance. Previous marital status and social class of partner also cease to be significant.
Model 3 aims to show which factors are associated with cohabitation stability, in isolation from marriage. A model for married adults only is not shown because it is very similar to Model 2. This is partly due to the far larger number of married adults in the Model 2 sample. This means that data for cohabitants has a smaller influence on Model 2. Apart from the overall reduction in significance for many of the variables, the odds ratios for cohabiting adults (Model 3) are not very different from those in Model 2. This suggests that the factors influencing cohabitation stability are somewhat similar to those influencing marital stability, particularly those that remain significant in Model 3.
Model 4
Model 4 is the same as Model 2, but excludes men. In other words, it includes only women who were married or cohabiting in 1991. Notable results are as follows:
• Compared with women who did not have a baby between 1991 and 2001, those that did have a baby were more likely to remain with the same partner in 2001
• Despite the introduction of this new childbirth factor, and a slight fall in the significance of some factors, the model for women only is very similar to the model for both men and women -Model 2. As with the model for both sexes, women who were not economically active were more likely than either working women or unemployed women to be with the same partner in 2001
• Apart from a considerable reduction in the effect of partner's limiting long-term illness, the main difference is for partner's economic activity. Women whose partners were not economically active were less likely to remain with the same partner, compared with those whose partners were unemployed.
Further modelling of partnership outcomes
There is limited space in this article to discuss further modelling that was undertaken. However, one additional question is: 'what are the characteristics of cohabiting adults that go on to marry their partners?'. Table A4 .
It is interesting to note the different factors that are associated with whether cohabiting adults marry their partner (between 1991 and 2001). They are more likely to marry if they or their partner have experienced previous marital dissolution. They are less likely to marry if they or their partner are unemployed, or if dependent children are present in the household in 1991. In addition, limiting long-term illness is not significant for either an individual or their partner.
Compared with the previous models, this suggests that the presence of dependent children increases the likelihood of remaining with the same partner, but reduces the likelihood of cohabiting couples becoming married (between 1991 and 2001). Experience of previous marital dissolution has the opposite effect, reducing the likelihood of remaining with the same partner, but increasing the likelihood of cohabiting couples becoming married (between 1991 and 2001) . This suggests that factors may act in different directions when considering different types of change in partnership status (for example. formation versus dissolution). In this case, and for this cohort, couples who have children and have not experienced marital dissolution may be more likely to be cohabiting as a substitute for marriage. There may of course be other reasons for this difference, and it should also be noted that cohabiting couples with children are different from married couples with children 51 .
Discussion
This research provides an overview of long-term partnership stability between 1991 and 2001. It shows that marriage was more stable than cohabitation, even when controlling for a variety of factors. Despite this difference, the majority (61 per cent) of cohabiting adults aged 16 to 54 were living with the same partner in 2001. Of those 1991 cohabitants that were living with the same partner, two thirds had married this partner by 2001. This suggests, at least for those cohabiting in 1991, that cohabitation may be (or rather, may have been), more likely to be a precursor to marriage, rather than a substitute. However, this conclusion might change if those that cohabit as a substitute to marriage are (or were) less likely to remain with the same partner.
Although the exact timing and order of events are beyond the scope of this study, the stability of partnerships between 1991 and 2001 is shown to be associated with both the presence of children in the household and the birth of a child. In addition, looking at cohabiting adults in isolation, it appears that social factors which are known to be associated with marital stability (for example age, economic activity and previous experience of partnership dissolution) are also associated with cohabitation stability. Further research is required to elaborate these conclusions, in particular to measure partnership transitions that occur both within and beyond a ten year period 52 .
Key Findings
• Of adults aged between 16 and 54 in 1991, around four in five married adults (82 per cent) were still living with the same partner in 2001, compared with around three in five cohabiting adults (61 per cent).
• Marital partnerships were found to be more stable than cohabitations, even when additional factors were taken into account. After controlling for the characteristics of both individuals and their partners, married adults were more likely than cohabiting adults to remain with the same partner between 1991 and 2001.
• Adults were less likely to remain with the same partner if, in 1991, they were younger, had no dependent children living in the household, had a limiting long-term illness, had previous experience of partnership dissolution, had no higher qualifications, or were unemployed.
• Partner's characteristics also have an impact upon partnership stability. Adults were less likely to remain with the same partner in 2001 if, in 1991, their partner had a limiting long-term illness, had previous experience of partnership dissolution, had no higher qualifications, had a low social class, or was unemployed.
• 44 Adjusted for 'normal' age difference so that zero represents a man two years older than his female partner.
45 The LS is not a household based sample, which means that non-response is at the individual, rather than the household level. It was therefore deemed important to consider differences by sex, which might link to any non-response issues.
46 Table 5 (which looks at a gross relationship) does not hold any other factors constant when considering stability and age. In fact, Table 5 does not consider the influence of any factors other than age. When interpreting both statistics, it is important to remember that neither one is more accurate, but that they each offer a different perspective on the same results. 48 For example, in Model 1 the odds ratio for age difference is 0.95. This means that for every additional year of absolute age difference between partners, the odds of remaining with the same partner between 1991 and 2001 are 0.95 (or 5 per cent lower). Absolute age difference is the total age difference irrespective of which partner is older.
49 Some of the difference between men and women will reflect the typical partnership age gap where the man is on average 2 to 3 years older than the woman. Some older men will therefore fall above the 16-54 age range when women in an equivalent partnership will not. However, the effect of age difference was investigated and found to explain only a minority of the difference between men and women.
